The function of the cerebral cortex within the framework of a general brain model cannot be reduced to a simple formula. Any general consideration of cortical function necessarily depends on the concept of brain function itself. From a behavioural-ethological point of view the brain may be understood as being a control system that transforms into adequate behaviour, signals from the outside world as received through the sense organs, and data about the state of one's own body as monitored by enteroceptors and chemosensors. 'Adequate' in this model means that the needs of the organism are satisfied by taking into account the environmental and social conditions, so that the organism can survive in a given environment. The central nervous system could thus be considered as being an information processing control system and its individual elements and subsystems, including those of the cerebral cortex, are dealing with particular performances of the whole brain in the interest of survival of the individual and the species. In technical terms this control system could be considered as being a distributed system, where the various functions are represented and performed (or completed) Hierarchical cortical organization is found in all sensory systems, in the reward system, and in the memory systems. Adjacent cortical areas in the hierarchy are connected by strong forward connections, and weaker backprojections which have synapses in cortical layer 1. There is convergence from cortical area to cortical area, in that neurons in a cortical area receive inputs from a limited region topologically of the preceding cortical area. This enables neurons to operate with the number of synapses from the preceding cortical area received by a neuron limited to in the order of 10,000 synapses. This is a major cortical principle of operation, for if each processing system consisted of only an input and an output cortical area, any neuron in the output area would need to receive the biologically implausible number of tens of millions of synapses to cover the whole space of the input cortical area. The convergence from cortical area to cortical area is such that after approximately at most four areas or stages of cortical processing, the convergence is sufficient to enable a single neuron at the top of the hierarchy to receive input from anywhere in the first cortical area, as illustrated in Fig. 2 .1. A consequence of this connectivity is that within a neocortical area, the computation is local. Consistent with this, the recurrent collaterals of pyramidal cells spread mainly with a region of 1-3 mm, and the inhibitory neurons operate within a similar extent of neocortex. One reason for the number of areas in a hierarchy being limited to approximately a maximum of four is that this keeps the computation time within reasonable limits, of approximately 20 ms per cortical area for the computation and information transmission, which is sufficient for a cortical area to be influenced by its recurrent collaterals and to fall towards a basin of attraction that reflects the previously learned constraints implemented in the strengths of the local recurrent collaterals. (Sections B.2.6 and B.3.3.5) . Topography is often present associated with this connectivity, though in higher cortical areas the maps can become highly fragmented and local (as described in Section B.4.6), because the dimensionality of what is being represented is high (that is, there are many types of item, e.g. object, being represented). The cortico-cortical backprojections are not sufficiently strong to make neurons at earlier stages in the hierarchy have the same responses as at higher stages. Face selective neurons with receptive fields that can be up to 70º are not found in the primary visual cortex, where the neurons respond to features such as bars and edges and have receptive fields in the order of 1º (Chapter 25). Instead, the cortical backprojections are used for gentle influences on earlier cortical stages, such as top-down attention, and memory recall if there is not a strong bottom-up input. Each cortical hierarchy thus operates computationally with a feedforward style of computation, in which new representations are built at each succeeding stage, in a divide and conquer approach to computation. An advantage of this hierarchical organisation is that the same or a similar architecture and process can be repeated a number of times, which simplifies the evolution of the neocortex, which can proceed by adding another stage on to the top of an existing hierarchy. Another advantage is that this simplifies the genetic specification of the cortex, in that once a useful and stable cortical network in one area has evolved, it is safest and quickest in evolution to add something with a similar specification as the next stage (Chapter 19). Another advantage is that by dividing a computation into successive stages, each stage can perform a much simpler computation. Another advantage is that within any one stage of the hierarchy performing a particular computation, the information that needs to be exchanged between the nearby neurons is of the same type (e.g. about the presence or not of a nearby edge in vision). That facilitates cortical design, in that generic connectivity between nearby neurons can be specified with self-organization of neuronal selectivity during development. This obviates the need for a neuron with a particular type of response to the input to have connections with another neuron with another particular type of response, which would be impossible for genetic specification, given that we have only in the order of 25,000 genes. Issues of what the genes may specify to implement the design of any one cortical area are described in Chapter 19. The localization of function that is present can be viewed partly in this way, and has the effect of minimizing the average length of the connections between neurons, which is very important in keeping brain size down (see further Chapter 3 and Sections B.4.6 and D.4). Another advantage and property of hierarchical cortical organization is that there are major connections between adjacent areas in the hierarchy, which again simplifies the genetic specification of cortical design, in that a neuron does not need to have its connectivity specified to one of a myriad of cortical areas. In primates (including humans), the identity of stimuli is computed first ('what representations'), independently of reward value, and then at a later stage reward value is computed, and then at a later stages decisions between stimuli of different value are made. This independence of perceptual from 'value' processing is advantageous, for then information is available to other brain systems, including memory and language systems, even if a stimulus is not currently rewarding. This independence of perceptual from reward processing appears to be much less in rodents. Chapter 5 explains how excessive fear is tied to anxiety disorders, and vulnerability to the breakdown of mental and physical health. CRF in the brain is tied to these events. CRF, for instance, may be constrained by the neurotransmitter GABA in key regions of the forebrain and is mobilized by brainstem catecholaminergic neurons that are critical in coping with and adapting to everyday life; and of course, one is less able to do so when these information molecules are compromised by genetic predispositions and social duress. One hypothesis about CRF and the brain is that at least two forebrain sites are differentially involved in regulating both adaptive fear and deleterious chronic anxiety. There are great varieties of events that can cause fear in individuals: anything from downsizing at work to acts of terrorism and crime. Item type: chapter Introductory, background, information about the following aspects of cortical function are provided as follows: Neurons, synapses, and the synaptic modification used in learning (which is extended in Chapter 9). The types of coding of information by neuronal responses, including local (grandmother-cell), distributed, and sparse distributed, which is extended in Chapter 8 and Appendix C. An introduction to pattern association networks, autoassociation networks with attractor properties, and competitive networks. A description of some major processing pathways in the cerebral cortex, which is developed for two key systems, the episodic memory system in Chapter 4 and the visual object recognition system in Chapter 25. These two Chapters illustrate how many of the principles are combined to produce what are essentially theories of how the episodic memory and visual object recognition cortical systems operate. A description of some of the properties of cortical neuronal architecture, which is extended in Section 18.2. The history of medicine is basically the history of placebos, as most medical interventions were nothing but placebos, i.e., inert. Over the centuries, doctors started using sham treatments to see whether the clinical improvements were attributable to patients' imagination and/ or spontaneous remissions. Today placebos are widely used in clinical research to validate the efficacy of a therapy as well as in clinical practice to please and to placate anxious patients. The placebo effect represents a good example of how a mental activity may affect several physiological functions, thus it is an excellent model to study the mindbody interaction. The nocebo effect, which is opposite to the placebo effect, is also a good model to understand the interaction between mind and body.
